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Opening Remarks  
 
Dancing is bigger than the physical body. Think bigger than that. When you extend 
your arm, it doesn’t stop at the end of your fingers, because you’re dancing bigger 
than that. You’re dancing spirit. 
-Judith Jamison 
 
The overall purpose of this thesis is dedicated to rearticulating and recuperating 
the Black subject from this system of American Grammar that is sustained upon the 
perpetual subjugation of Black bodies. In response to being a young, Black women in the 
twenty first century, constantly exposed to media that depicts the violence and trauma 
done onto folks that look like me, that I know or never met, I refuse to be desensitized, I 
refuse to remain quiet and I refuse to remain seated. Inspired by the mission of 
organizations, such as #BlackLivesMatter, I write not for the purpose of theorizing but 
for ideological intervention that encourages action. Now and throughout history, where 
our government leaders delagate from the safe distance created by written documents,  
Black folk organize and put their bodies on the front lines of injustice. Speaking 
specifcally to the subjecthood of Black folk in the West, to be present in the face of 
oppresion is the natural reflex indicative of the ontological perameters of subjecthood 
interpolated onto the Black body from the white imagination. In other words, since the 
praxis of racism is grounded in the misnaming of psuedo-physical appreances, in order to 
reappropriate Blackness from the white imagination the Black body must be present to 
reclaim truth: meaning the practice of rearticulating also invoves negotiation with 
physical and spatial realites.  
I begin by engaging in a discussion seeking to interrogate the original socio-
spatial practices that I understand to have shaped the ways in which we, as Western 
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subjects, define the self, sovereignty and freedom. I enter at the genesis of the Western 
world or the ‘Age of Discovery’. Abiding by the scholarship of Sylvia Wynter, I recall 
the ways in which African bodies were used by European imperialists as a tool to map the 
socio-geogrpahic bondaries of the New World order. By enslaving African peoples as a 
unit of determinable labor but implementing their bodies as the psuedo-physical basis for 
determining the positionality of other racial groups, the West has forced the Black subject 
to occupy a perpetually conflicted object/subject position in which the Black body 
remians outside the definition of humanity but necessary to stabalize civilize civil order. 
Transitioning into the scholarship of Hortense Spillers, I move to get more explicit 
concerning the methods and practices that enable white men to relentlessly discipline the 
Black body for the purpose of their own desire and security.  
Following, this theoretical discussion I enter into a literary analysis of the work 
Incidents in the Life of the Slave Girl by Harriet Jacobs to explore the ways in which 
Black folk might destabilize the structure of American Grammar and seize back power 
over self definition by negotiating the spaces in between the geographies of their 
everyday lives. In my analysis I focus primarily, upon the chapters in which Jacob’s 
details her time spent in the garret of her Grandmother’s attic. Utilizing Hortense 
Spillers’ profound distinction between “body” and “flesh”, I strive toward a mode of 
analysis that centers the “flesh” or the physical body in order to recuperate the Black 
body from perpetual stagnation and subjugation. Read traditionally as a metaphor of 
‘social, cultural management’, I return to what Spillers describes as “that zero degree of 
social conceptualization” to push analyses of Brent’s time in the garret beyond metaphor 
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and through to the actuality in order to grapple with the uncomfortability in 
acknowledging the truth or authority of our natural reality. 
*** 
While this project is a work in literature; grappling with the theoretical realm of 
narrative control and self- definition, I do not want to lose sight of the fact that I am 
discussing events that explicitly concern physical violences enacted upon the body. In 
discussing narratives of confinement I not only write to the politics of language but also 
read physical memory as a vehicle for reconstituting the self; the poetics of the flesh.  
 It is my understanding that within the field of Black Studies there exists an 
anxiety surrounding conversations that center the physical body1. This is an anxiety with 
which I personally identify. In conjunction with modern notions of civilization 
underpinning all justification for the conquest of both land and bodies is that medieval 
sense of morality, the association between physical appearance and salvation/ damnation, 
good/ evil.2 To place the Black body at the center of conversation is to confront a place of 
vulnerability guarded by a specific anxiety relating to traumatic histories of 
subhumanization, beastiality, theological terror and scientific racism. Undoubtedly, our 
physical bodies have been used against us; skin color and natural features have been used 
as justification for profitable dehumanization and reckless slaughter, however, it is for 
these reasons that I advocate for the physical body to be brought to the forefront of 
conversation in order to hold society accountable for its habit of anonymously 
vanquishing Black bodies.  
*** 
                                                
1 Killing the Black Body Dorothy E. Roberts 
2 James Baldwin, Everybody’s Protest Novel 
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 When I began wholly and honestly engaging with this project it necessitated 
confronting my own anxieties with body. In all dramatic cliché, I live to dance and dance 
to live. I am a dancer. I was enrolled in my first dance class at the age of five and still 
continue with my dance education today. Like any dancer who began their education at a 
young and impressionable age, the lessons I have learned in dance class have permeated 
all aspects of my life. At large, dance informs the way I am inclined to move through the 
world and see myself in it.  
The hardest but most influential lesson I have been taught and now live by is to “ 
stay grounded in your body”. This lesson stems from a simple physics; the more stable 
the center, the more control and access one has to balance, range or mobility. In relation 
to the anatomical mechanics of dance, to be in your body is to become bigger than your 
body; it is to strive toward the spaces beyond the physical limitations of the self. 
However, staying in your body necessitates constant conversation with one’s internal 
happenings (for the sake of physical health) and also an acute awareness of the body in 
relation to space as well external appearance. Living in constant awareness of my body 
has taken me through periods of dissociation; encouraged me to strive toward a 
disembodied mode of identity. As a young Black girl enrolled in ballet class, without the 
proper guidance, I internalized the emphasis on body as hyper-awareness of difference in 
appearance, resulting in self-resentment and the feeling of being held back. Admittedly, 
constant engagement with the physical self is a slippery slope into the all consuming 
place of body dysmorphia. At my lowest points I have teetered between debilitating 
periods of acute awarness of my body in space and dissociation to the point where I did 
not recognize myself.  
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Since I grew up spending most of my time involved with my dance studio, I recall 
these anxieties as the relate to the social politics specific to the dance studio for my 
darkest moments of insecurity came from either staring too intensely at myself in a mirror 
or conversely not having the courage to look at myself at all. However, the circumstances 
of what happens in the studio is not separate from those of society. As Black folk there 
are mirrors in everyday life that make it hard to accept and see beauty in the skin, hair, 
hips, lips, noses, breasts etc… that our ancestors gave us. As an opening remark I must 
say that I write from a personal perspective concerning the body’s place in fight for 
narrative control and freedom. I utilize dance, theory and personal reflection, as my lens 
for analysis and philosophical backbone of this project. In short, I propose that dance, not 
necessarily a formal technique but the act of expressing the self through movement, blurs 
the dichotomy between the physical and figurative world. As I will later discuss, 
operating from Hortense Spillers’ notion of profound stillness, I engage dance because it 
is generated through a material reality but resists archive; because the body is the 
indispensable center of all movement and potential movement, the art of dance is held 
accountable to a tangible yet fleeting reality. In this way the body simultaneously 
becomes the origin of its own truth and fiction. I believe it is though the logic of dance 
that we might destabilize the strategically imposed position of the Black subject in 
Western society.  
In the epigraph of this section I have included a quote by Judith Jamison, former 
dancer and Artistic Director Emerita of the Alvin Ailey Dance Company. Here Jamison 
acknowledges the physical body not as the limit of self-expression, but as the means 
through which we are able to access the spiritual realm. Realizing the bodily anxiety 
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vibrating around Black studies, I evoke Jamison’s words to reframe notions of body. 
Where Western thought pushes for a hierarchy of mind over body; asserting that studies 
of the physical world are unintellectual and essentializing, dance seeks to honor the body 
as the site of true expression and transcendence. In dance body and soul become one, or 
as Jamison writes the dancing spirit. In this way the dancer is indiscernible from the 
dance and therefore moves forward with a reading of the body that holds the tension 
between truth and fiction, sign and referent, mortality and timelessness, art and nature, 
archive and ephemera.  
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I. Historical Fiction: Profound Stillness 
 
 
The white imagination is sure something when it 
comes to blacks. 
-Josephine Baker 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 In an interview with The Guardian, when asked to explain a line (“Because white 
men can’t/ police their imagination/ black men are dying.”) from her award winning 
book, Citizen: An American Lyric, author Claudia Rankine responds: 
When white men are shooting black people, some of it is malice and some are 
out-of-control image of blackness in their minds. Darren Wilson told the jury that 
he shot Michael Brown because he looked “like a demon”. And I don’t disbelieve 
it. Blackness in the white imagination has nothing to do with black people.3 
 
Darren Wilson’s outrageous fairytale depiction of an eighteen year old Michael Brown 
epitomizes that indeed ‘the white imagination is something when it comes to Blacks’. 
However, it is the sad truth that Darren Wilson’s imagination is not imaginative at all; he 
is yet another example in a long tradition of white Americans exercising their medieval 
imagination to justify the slaughter of Black men, women, children and gender non 
binary people. In fact to refer to Wilson's demonization of Michael Brown’s Black body 
                                                
3 see “Claudian Rankine” in Works Cited 
Pictured left: Josephine Baker, 
who began her rise to 
international stardom and cut 
across race, gender barriers by 
performing dances “that used the 
primitive, non- Western “other” as 
a point reference and a source of 
fantasy.”(Jules- Rosette 49)  
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as following ‘tradition’ would be to only scratch the surface of truth. Darren Wilson was 
not only following tradition, he was following protocol.  
“There is no document of civilization which is not at the same time a 
document of barbarism.” 
 
- Theses on the Philosophy of History, Walter Benjamin  
 
‘Protocol’ refers to no explicit instruction manual and yet refers to all historical 
and governmental documents validating and reifying the American republic. On some 
level I am speaking to implicit meaning; the politically validated white American reflex 
to vanquish Black bodies, exercised in the name of national security and integrity. Today, 
we might be inclined to define implicit meaning as coded language or “dog whistle” 
politics. While I find the notion of “dog whistle” politics useful in exposing and mapping 
strategy over time, the notion suggests a manipulation of language within a system 
therefore implying that there is a clean or pure way to utilize the language of that system. 
Here I push to consider the usefulness of calling out coded language when the entire 
system of American Grammar is structured upon strategic fabrications of Black/ brown 
bodies materialized as reality in order to constitue the boundaries of a modern society and 
consequntially sustain the supremacy of whitness.  
‘Fabrication’ in a familiar sense refers to the invention of reality; fictions 
implemented as truth. But more explicitly fabrication refers to the objectification of 
Black bodies into raw, disposable material for production. Typically, discussions 
concerning the development of Blackness, more precisely the instrumentalization of 
Black bodies, are situated in the 17th and 18th century. During this period slavery was 
institutionalized and therefore set in place the legal and social realites by which the 
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country articulates Blackness and the practices through which legal and social law is 
enatced against Black bodies. However, since this project is largely concerned with the 
how the sociospatial movements of the physical body might serve to renegotiate Black 
subjectivites and subsequently subvert the mapping of the Black body in relation to 
psuedo-physical semantic representation as well as global social, political and economic 
geographies, I begin this conversation at the emergence of the mapping practices that 
premised the sociaspatial arrganment of Western world period: the Age of Exploration.  
Encouraged and inspired by the anaylses of Sylvia Wynter I center this project 
around relationship between the birth of humanism and practice of colonialsim; both of 
which I attribute the intruding nature of the Euro-imagination. Highlighting Wynter’s 
distinction that modern racial groups and relations are structured upon “genres” of 
human, I turn to her interrogation of Columbus’s 1492 “New World” discovery to 
acknowledge how deeply entrenched the American social, political and economic 
systems of governement are in the fixed positionality of Blackness: Blackness as psuedo-
physical category of being relating to characteristics of physical apperance as well as 
modes of labor expected to be performed by Black bodies. Transitioning over to the 17th 
and 18th centuries when Europe institutionalized African enslavement as the social, 
political and economic structure of Western society, I move into Hortense Spillers 
articulations of the subject/object position occupied enslaved Africans and generationally 
experienced by their African American decendants, as presented in her essay “Mama’s 
Baby, Papa’s Maybe”.  
Following both Wynter and Spiller’s understanding of Black and Brown bodies as 
personified, dispoable units of labor necessary to map and toil the sociogeographic terrain 
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of new world order, I begin this project intending to be explict and honest before 
engaging in conversation that advocates for the usage anatomical function and 
consequntially apperance, to radically renarrativize racial identities. As Wynter and 
Spillers articulate, under the guise of intellectual enlightnement or humanism Europeans 
conflated secular notions of progress with mans place in the order of natural creation and 
siezed biologies to implement systems of perpetual social/political subordination, so 
perhaps the most logical method to unravel the confound meaning transcribed onto 
racialized bodies would be to move away from representations that rely on physical 
apperance. However, as we know the most logic approach is not necessarily synonymous 
with the most radical. In her scholarship Wynter defines “man” as an invention of 
modern Europe, furthermore, an overrepresentation of one Western Bourgeois ideal. 
Overrepresentation, as Wynter explains has led to physical subordination, but 
acknowledging that overrepresentation relates to some philosopical notion of what is and 
what should be, I reason that Western subjectivites truly sustain power and legitimacy by 
operating on a highly theoretical plane and subseqently implementing representation as 
reality. So to challenge or subvert the Western reflex of figurative representation over 
natural realites I make the return to that “zero degree of social conceptualization” 
intending to reunify the split between “body” and “flesh” in order to begin to imagine a 
radical method to seize back power over narrative representation. 
*** 
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The “New World” 
 
“Evil”, “Murderer”, “Rapist”, “Theif” “Pain”, “Liar” and “He’s the first terrorist 
of America that’s for sure” Those are just some of the comments vocalized by Native 
American people when asked by Cut to give a one word reply to the mention of 
Columbus’s name. Circulating the web every Columbus Day; posted and reposted by 
millenials on the walls, timelines and stories of their various social media accounts, is the 
image of one of the interviewed native women flipping off the camera after exclaiming 
“Fuck Christopher Columbus!”.4 For centuries Native and African voices alike have been 
debunking the myth of Columbus and for centuries there has been tenativeness if not 
resistance to dumping Colombus as a symbol of modernity. Giving the rising genereation 
the benefit of the doubt based on emerging social dialogues concerning the holiday, 
perhaps we hold onto Columbus and acknowledge his federal holiday not to lose sight of 
the violent and erasive practices that gave rise to the social political and economic world 
order that as we presently know it. However, any upheaval of tradition, especially one 
recognized at the federal level, has radical implications and motions to destabalize 
hiearchies of power. So, the rhetorical and literal question stands: Why do we still have a 
Columbus Day? 
*** 
In the early 16th century Italian explorer Amerigo Vespucci coined the term 
“New World” to refer to the lands of the Western Hemisphere accidentally “discovered” 
by Columbus. Objectively, we know that these lands were not “new” but long inhabited 
by groups of people. However, the spirit of scientific discovery funded by Imperial desire 
avalanches down a slippery slope and the rhetoric of “new” might be interrogated from 
                                                
4 see Cut Media Service “Christopher Columbus | Native Americans | One Word”  
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several different angles. In light of Imperialism, defined as territorial acquisition or the 
gaining of economic and political power over an area beyond the established boundaries 
of the imperializing nation, “New” acknowledges a new addition to the given European 
empire. In conversation with science and technology, “new” marks a paradigmatic shift 
in the practices and methods of outward expansion; the beginning of transatlantic 
conquest and colonization. Here my purpose is not to rehearse the maneuvers of 
European transatlantic conquest. In acknowledging European Imperialism as a 
paradigmatic shift, I seek not to validate but expose fallacy.  
Where “new” in relation to the concept of discovery typically acknowledges the 
acquisition of new knowledge that triggers a fundamental change in the approaches or 
underlying assumptions evoked to make sense of the world, European Imperialsim 
marked a profound stagnation in knowledge. While the exploration of lands in the 
Western Hemisphere resulted in the knowledge of new geographies, flora, fauna and 
peoples etc., all qualitative study and observation was reduced and subsequently 
exploited for quantitative and material useability. When all knowledge acquired through 
discovery is held accountable to social, political and economic growth, “new” refers not 
to what is and has been, rather what will become. Seeing as the “Age of Exploration” was 
motivated by the desire establish new trade routes to the East, we can be clear and 
atribute the meaning of “new” to the search for space or geographies available for 
commercial use.  
When Columbus arrived to what we know refer as the Carribean, or the 
erroneously named West Indies, this was not marked as failure in ability to reach his 
intended destination or access available trade routes, but rather seen as an invitation to 
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return back on a second, third and fourth not despite of encountering native polulations, 
whom, even Columbus infers by his travel logs, displayed all the basic tenets of social 
organization (such as weaponry, defense, modes of transportation, attention to aesthetic 
apperance, concpet of trade, etc…) and therefore opposed any notion of geographic 
availibility: in other words it was blatanlty clear that this land was already taken.5 But 
even Columbus can not infer the truth between the lines of his own writings to override 
the subconcious desire to acquire “new” geographic technology for the Spanish crown, 
when he summarizes all observations and interaction with “They should be good servants 
and intelligent…I believe that they would easily be made Christians, as it appeared to me 
that they had no religion.” He even goes so far as to imply they have no language, 
mentioning that he’ll “take six [to Spain] so that they may learn to speak” (Columbus, 
111).  
Columbus’s inferences demonstrate construstructions and apperances of social 
order or custom alternate/dissimilar to that of a Christian European society were marked 
as indeterminable and waiting to be made legible by European intervention. Circulating 
around the question of geographic availibilty, what caused Columbus to infer absence 
over reality onto these native peoples who clearly had their own way of civil order? 
Gold… Perhaps, but to truly think through the disruption and violent misnaming of 
indigenous peoples Wytner rewinds our historical lens a half century before Columbus’s 
1492 voyage to early Portuguese circumnavigation of the African continent.  
Advocating for a triadic model of understanding, as opposed to a simplified 
understanding of the native/Euro encounter as emerging from contrast in social 
convention, Wynter cites the emergence of new world systems of interaction and relation 
                                                
5 see, “American Journeys Collection”  
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in the Carribean and Americas to have been previously laid out by the Portuguese 
mapping of the African continent and representations/ enslavment of African peoples: 
…the Portuguese landing on the shores of today’s Senegal and their drawing of 
areas of West Africa into a mercantile network and trading system, on the basis of 
the exchange of their goods for gold or slaves, were the necessary and indispensible 
prelude, not only to Columbus’s own voyage but also to  the specific pattern of 
relations of which Cerio speaks between Christian Europe and the non-Christian 
peoples of the world to which Columbus and his crew had newly arrived. 
(Wynter,10) 
 
Wynter presents a histroically intricate argument that at its essence debunks the myth of 
“new” on both a relational and methological level. By citing Portuguese mapping 
techniques of the African continent and enslavement of African peoples as a recognizable 
prelude to Columbus’s voyage and subsequent aftermath of 1492, Wynter argues the 
implementation of slave systems to map the flow of international commerce corroborates 
Columbus’ historical context for interaction with non-white, non-Chrsitian societies. This 
ultimately supposes African civilizations these instances of  “new world “ discovery to 
have been premeditated.  
 In relation to the adoption of a linear model of history, Wynter disrupts the 
periodizing practices that delinate notions of scoial progress in relation to the emergence 
of a modern Europe. As David Sparks acknowledges, Reniassance “humanism” is 
traditionally narrativized as “coming- of- age” tale: Europe’s coming into a mature, 
enlightened conciousness of self and therfeore implemented as the origin of modernity: 
the understanding of subjecthood and civil order.6 But most importatly, by interrogating 
“linear” to be imposed and upholded by a collective memory susceptable to violent 
amnesia when it comes to activity on the African continent, Wynter cuts across the 
dualism between colonizer/colonized by arguing that these definitions of self against an 
                                                
6 David Sparks, “The Re-Enchanment of Humansim: an Interview with Sylvia Wynter”  
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indigenous other are contingent upon the pre-Columbian determinination that African 
bodies might be siezed as determinable units of slave labor.7 In this way Wynter’s 
invocation of a triadic, transatlantic politic of relation to address the emergence of social, 
political and economic systems that constitute the New world, opens the door to critical 
analysis that not only addresses the positional arrangement of racial catergories under the 
umbrella of “colonized” or “other” but rearticulates a narrow definition of humanism to 
focus upon its symbiotic relationship to dehumanization: primarily the objectification of 
African bodies into units of determinable, movable labor.  
 The reiteration of Wynter’s analyses of 1492 serves to focus the positionality of 
the Black subject in the creation of the New World or the United States; to demonstrate 
just how entrenched Western society is in making sense of the world in relation to 
Blackness and how necessary the Black body is for deliniating sociogeographic 
boundaries. The West relies on Black bodies to simaltaneously execute the physical labor 
necessary to cultivate land and to serve as the psuedo-phyiscal boundary by which it is 
determine who is inside and outside of society/ who is inside and outside of the catergory 
of human.8 Speaking in relation to the aim of this project, Wynter’s analyses 
simaltaneously set up the radical implications of mobilzing the Black body from its fixed 
position as a negative reciprocal of modern society and as well as challenges my intention 
to execute this mobilization across physical body.  
 Historically, the Black body has been called forward and forced into action, so, 
the seemingly obvious method of resistance to Western capitalist system would be to 
remove the Black body: to not only starve the system of its labor force but to alleviate 
                                                
7 Wynter, “1492” 
8 see, DuBois The Souls of Black Folk : “color line”  
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Black folk from the perpetual burden and exhaustion as a result of such labor. I can’t help 
but think of my Grandmother, a child of Cape Verdean immigrants, who after a lifetime 
of farm and factory work and seven children later, revels and finds peace of mind in 
being able to spend her most of her time post retirement relaxing inside of the comfort of 
her own home. However, the extremsim of a total hault in labor freezes progress as 
opposed to pushings for any radical systematic upheavel. In other words, to pause might 
be temporarily restorative but for change to occur labor must continue. 
 As we learn by shedding light on obsucured Black Feminist voices such as that of 
Marist journalist, Claudia Jones, total removal does little to disrupt the alientation 
produced by a capitalist system and only serves to perpetuate the disenfranchiement of 
Black folk, especially Black women who, despite imperative necessity to the 
reproduction of modern society are always “the last to be hired and first to be fired”.9 A 
truly radical repositioning of Blackness within in a capitalist system, predicated on the 
concept of that their labor is free and for the taking, doesn’t necessarily imply 
removal/escape from the system but encourages the subversion of systemic practices, 
more specifically the development of practices that both acknowledge Black folk for their 
labour as well as connect them to the material and narrative product of their labor.  
 Jones proclaims “a people’s art is the genesis of their freedom” (Davies, 167)10. 
The production of art proves to be a tangible method of resistance to the violences of a 
racialized capitalist system, as it is a form of self-possession generated through the 
practice of self-expression and as a product of self-expression informed by the of 
reflexive properity of self- expression: labor results in proximity to product, the art 
                                                
11  Claidua Jones, “An End to the Neglect of the Negro Woman!” 
10 see Spillers 79 
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belongs to the artist. Generally, mention of ‘art’ necessitates definition in order to provide 
an answer to the endlessly debatable question: what is art? In this project my intention is 
not to provide a strict definition of art, seeing as these discussions almost always inflict 
elitist values onto self-expression. Instead my purpose is to hold art or creative 
production as the praxis through which disenfranchized African and African descendant 
peoples are able to 1) engage in labor practices within but divest of colonial models of 
spatial and upward mobility 2) sieze narrative control through the production of work that 
is intrinsically tied to narrative representation 3) reconnect with the ancestral orgins from 
which they were violently (socially, geographically, temporally, nominally) dislocated 4) 
invigorate hopefulness: to remind Black folk that our bodies are more than the social, 
politic and economic tools of capitalism but the tool through which we are able to create 
and represent the self.     
 Explicitly, dance serves as the lens and primary mode through which I advocate 
the reunification of the Black body and soverignty over narrative control and therefore 
functions in this project as a both a definition and practice of “art”. However dance, 
recognized as a formal artisitic discipline is disposed to bias, commodification, 
appropriation, elitism aestheticism, sexism, race and gender discrimination etc… and in 
many ways dance perpetuates/influences the same biopolitical subordinations of modern 
society. So, I motion to dissovle the divide between the disciplines of dance and 
literature, not as a way to circumvent interrogation of the bias politics of the dance world 
(as brought to mainstream attention by artists such as Misty Copeland) but rather to 
fashion a cross-disciplinary practice that operates at the intersection of physical labor and 
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narrative production in order to reclaim the Black body from violent commodification 
and rewrite the Black subject position.  
Raw Material   
…the instrument through which dance speaks is also the instrument through which 
life is lived –the human body. 
-Martha Graham, Blood Memory 
 
 Studies have adopted Hortense Spiller's distinction between "body" and "flesh" as 
the fundamental way of understanding the complicated subject position of African slaves 
and their descendants. Encouraging us to regard "the flesh as a primary narrative", 
Spillers writes against the dominant semiotic discourse of literary criticism, which tends 
to lose sight of the actual object that figures of speech (metaphor, metonymy, analogy) 
attempt to interpret or attribute meaning. According to Spillers, the Black slave subject, 
registered by society as a tool or instrument for production, is simultaneously articulated 
and disarticulated by practices of bodily injury and torture. In this way the Black body is 
both the site and cite of meaning. These "hieroglyphics of the flesh", simultaneously the 
signifier and signified of Blackness generated from and on the flesh, confound the literal 
and figurative representation of social realities to the point that "distinction between them 
are virtually useless", therefore reducing the Black subject to perpetual essentialism and 
fatalism. In this way,  
"[liberation] the ruling episteme that releases the dynamics of naming and 
valuation, remains grounded in the originating metaphors of captivity and 
mutilation so that even that it is if neither time nor history, nor historiography and 
its topics, shows movement, as the human subject is murdered over and over again 
by the passions of a bloodless and anonymous archaism, showing itself in endless 
disguise."(Spillers, 261) 
  
 Paradoxically, the emphasized mortality and hypervisible biology of the Black 
body negates acceptance into humanity. Seeing that the body is the concentration of the 
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“metaphors of captivity” and as a tool necessary to implement civil order, the Black body 
remains indistinct and perpetually susceptable to violent revision. As Spillers 
demonstrates, when reduced to a indistiguishable unit of undetermined flesh for the 
purpose of profitable mass exploitation, the Black subject’s nominal autonomy becomes 
“embedded in bizarre axiological ground” and buried underneath “layers of attenuated 
meanings, made an excess in time, over time”(Spillers, 257). The excessivity of these 
attentuated meanings, or stereotypes, block Black subjects siezing true individuality 
because all “personal pronouns are offered in the service of a collective function.” In 
other words, if Blackness must fixed in order to delinaete and stabilize social order, then 
the system of government can only sustain by recognizing Blackness as monolithic; 
meaning ‘slippage’ refers to bodies being interchangable among designated stereotypes. 
Meaning any Black woman might play the part of  “Peaches”, “Brown Sugar”, 
“Sapphire”… simply because she is Black and a woman.  
 In spite of denying Black women the right to “the marvels of their own 
inventiveness” Spillers proclaims, in the final sentence of “Mama’s Baby”, that these 
‘stereotypes’ have the potential to write some radical truth. Intentionally Spillers leave 
what this means and how it effects the way we conceptualize and navigate the system of 
social order for us to decide. As she has stated, her intention behind “Mama’s Baby” was 
to “generate  a discourse, or a vocabulary that would not just make it desirable, but would 
necessitate that black women be in the conversation.”(Weheliye, 39). At its essence I read 
Spillers’ closing statement as advocating for the practice of subversion to undermine and 
subsequently free Black folk from the captivity of language. Inspired by Spillers’ 
hopefullness, I adopt subversion as my technique for analysis.  
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 Making a bold return to that ‘zero degree of social conceptualization’, I seek to 
recuperate and subsequently articulate the primary narrative of the flesh. According to 
Spillers’, where that the literal and figurative reality of the Black subject position is 
blurred, we might be inclined to derive conundrum.  Unable to ever access 
disembodiment the Black subject is entrapped by the flesh and thus the perpetual victim 
of a violent revisionist history. But believing that embodiment, opposite disembodiment, 
does not have to equate to essentialism, I enter into this endeavour to recuperate and 
subsequently rearticulate the Black subject position, living by and for the notion that the 
Black author and their body are one and the same. The author’s body is their body of 
work and their body is their body of work.  
*** 
 In her autobiography, Blood Memory, Martha Graham not only details her 
extraodinary life as a dancer and choreographer but offers the world her philosophy on 
dance. For Martha dance and life are synonymous. Dance or art, the “symbol of the 
performance of living”, is the expression of the desires, fears and memories of the inner 
landscape, the soul. Similar to poetry dance is brings together a series of moving gestures 
that combined to capture an image of the soul not necessarily determinable by readers or 
onlookers. Unlike written word dance does not produce an archivable product, just like 
day to day life dance can only be present when it happens. Because of its ephemeral 
quality, dance is also ageless. Gesture, although fletting, occurs through the body and 
therefore passes through the circular motion that makes life possible. 
 It is from Martha’s philosophy on dance that I advocate the reunification of the 
Black body. The subtitle of this project,  Poetics of the Flesh, merges the worlds of 
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literature and dance: literary criticsim and anatomical awareness, in order to rearticulate 
and recuperate the Black body from those “hieroglyphics of the flesh” as well as resist 
the reflexes of past history that allow for the perpetual subjugation and stagnation of the 
Black body.11 To reiterate Judith Jamison’s sentiment held at the opening of this project, I 
believe the body is not the limit for expression but, like any form of art, the tool through 
which reality may be reflected and/or overcome.  
 Dance in its ability utilize the body to speak from the soul redeems the flesh from 
its primary role as a tool of dehumanization into a “relational vestibule to alternate ways 
of being” (Weheliye, 44). Admittedly I include Weheliye’s summarization of the flesh 
short of: alternate ways of being that “do not possess the luxury of eliding 
phenomenology with biology.” In context Weheliye speaks toward the violent practices 
of bodily injury that asrbe meaning onto biologies: the practices that mark the flesh as the 
site/cite of creation of different ‘genres of human’. As I will further discuss in the final 
chapter, I contend Weheliye’s hard determination and argue that dance as practice 
simaltaneously unwrites oppressive relations between phenomenology and biology and 
allows for the luxury of eliding phemnomonlogy with biology but in a way that doesn’t 
hold the body accountable to phenomenology due to the fact that the essence of dance, 
like word of mouth, is hard to capture and therefore resists being pinned down and 
implemented as law12.  
 However, before entering into discussion about dance (‘the symbol of 
performance of living’) I’d first like to consider movement in a more general context. In 
this chapter I discuss the instrumentalization of Black bodies into tools used to deliniate 
                                                
11 see Walter Benjamin “Theses on the Philosophy of History” 
12 see Walter Benjamin, 'The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility” 
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sociogeographic boundaries, so before pushing for abstraction, I’d like to acknowledge 
and bring into focus radical negotiations of space made my Black folk in day to day life. 
Following I focus exclusively on the Harriet Jacobs’ work Incidents in the Life of a Slave 
Girl to illustrate how the placement of the body in space can shape or disrupt the nature 
of its enviornment.13 Also, I’d like to note that until this point I have been unclear in 
conversation concerning gender. Where in the beginning of this chapter I open with the 
Black male body, in my analysis of Jacobs I speak explicitly to the experiences and 
realites specific to Black womanhood. Understanding that heteronormative gender 
conventions inform the ways in which bodies in Western society are viewed, I cite lack of 
attention to gender as one of the shortcomings of this project. However, since my goal is 
to write against essentialism, I intend that the notion of embodiment be accoumpanied by 
the notion of fluidity.  
 Most definitely, to some degree I am talking about physical bodies in spaces, but 
at large to me the concept of embodiment in relation to the project of liberation lends to 
the idea of being free to be and free to feel. In other words freedom of self expression. In 
spite of the First Amendment, such freedom is undermined by the condition of the white 
male gaze and imagination. As the subject and object of scrutiny and survelliance Black 
folk are watched but not often seen, rendering the Black body vulnerable to the violent 
white imagination.14 So before engaging in dance and performance, I focus on Jacobs 
narrative to hold this project accountable to the politics of visibility as well as spatiality, 
labor and the physioloical conditions of reunification.  
 
                                                
13 see Aimee Meredith Cox, Shapeshifters: Black Girls and the Choreography of Citizenship 
14 see Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man 
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II. Disappearing to Freedom: Radical Stillness and The Loophole of 
Retreat 
 
This continued darkness was oppressive. It seemed horrible to sit or lie in a 
cramped position day after day without of gleam of light. Yet I would have chosen 
this over my lot as a slave.” 
-Harriet Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl   
 
 In this project I am interested in not only subverison but producing new 
articulations that are not necessarily archivable and therefore contribute to a collective 
expreience as opposed to a collective function. So in some ways I am interested in the 
individual. Believing in the power of solidarity born out of shared experiences, to isolate 
the individual is not a motion to dislocate the individual from community rather, my goal 
is to strive for self- possession; that is, self- possession in light of what Spiller’s describes 
as the “liberated” subject position. 
 In the African-American literary tradition, slave narratives are held as the 
foundational effort in the radical practice of exercising one’s right to self-possession 
through the act of self- definition or expression. In a world where reading and writing 
were illegal practices for Black folk, to pick up the pen and write one’s own truth is (and 
remains) a principal method of liberation. Here I evoke Harriet Jacob’s seminal work, 
Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, to not only acknowledge the power of the pen but to 
focus her story (as countless have done) as a chief text in grappling with the politics of 
the socio-geographic realities of Black women. Primarily, I focus upon the chapters in 
which she/Linda Brent details her time, the seven years, she spent kept up in her 
grandmother’s nine by seven by three foot attic crawl space.   
 For purposes of analysis I determine Linda Brent’s [Jacob’s] “disappearing act” 
as a performance of radical stillness. In light of earlier conversation, I carve out my tactic 
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for renegotiating the Black subject position along the determination that the Black body 
must keep moving. Taking heed of Martha’s wisdom, both movement and stillness make 
up the substance of dance.15 Where athleticism greatly impresses and demonstrates 
laudable dedication to the craft, it is those moments of stillness: the tension between 
movement and stillness that have profound effect upon audiences. Furthermore, stillness 
is merely an illusion of the body. Relating back to Martha’s conceptualization of “blood 
memory”, the human body exists in perpetual motion. Our physiological systems: breathe 
moving in and out of our lungs, the blood circulating through our veins, all moves in 
perpetual circulation. So, even in stillness the body is motion. As I will later discuss, 
while in the garret, in her stillness Brent performs the labor of living.  
 As I have discussed under the scholarship of Wynter and Spillers, despite 
Martha’s emphasis of biological truth, stillness on the Black body is detrimental to its 
existence. However, noting that the violent physical attack and misnaming of Black 
subject are useful tools of subjugation when there is a Black body available to receive the 
injury, stillness is a capable practice of radical resistance and recovery within a system. In 
those moments, either curtain closed intermission or in-between musical cues when a 
dancer moves into the wings/offstage and is no longer visible to the audience their 
absence, which we as audience members read as a prolonged narrative pause or stillness, 
is the moment when they are able to catch their breath, reflect, and relax their bodies 
from the physical and psychological demands of performing for audience consumption 
but still in close enough proximity to make the decision to reenter the stage. In this way 
the decision of stillness enables narrative autonomy.  
                                                
15 see Martha Graham, Blood Memory, 8 
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 When Brent disappears “between the lines”/ geography of Dr. Flint’s sovereignty 
she is able seizes control over her narrative and physical autonomy. In the unknown 
whereabouts of the garret Brent renders herself invisible, meaning she is simultaneously 
out of view and able to view and reflect upon the happenings, relationships as well as her 
subject position as an enslaved persons of her immediate reality. Though Brent’s 
disappearance into the garret was of her choice, it was a choice bred from the need of 
survival. Furthermore, Brent’s time in the garret was a great feat of survival. Not willing 
to lose sight of the physical conditions that Brent endured during the seasons of her 
disappearance, I hold analysis accountable to her contorted, subdued bodily reality. While 
Brent’s act of radical stillness contributes to the theoretical conversation I put forth, this 
thesis is to advocates for real bodies, experiencing real pains. Although there is no way to 
truly put into words the physical sensations and experiences of the body, I write to 
advocate for increased awareness of bodies in space as well as the condition of the body 
as a result of the space in which it exists.16  
 As a dancer I am no stranger to the place of pain within the fight for narrative 
control. As a Black dancer, I am constantly grappling with my in many ways voluntary 
relationship to pain (physical and psychological) and hyper visibility in light of a long 
tradition of horrors inflicted upon Black bodies. As both a motivating and deteriorating 
force, physical pain is tenebrous terrain and rarely discussed in academia without 
hesitancy. I want to be real about pain. So at the center of this analysis, contemplating the 
concept of disappearance, I hold the question: what does it mean that the road to freedom 
might involve debilitating psychological and physical pain?  
***  
                                                
16 see Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain 
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 Many analyses of Harriet Jacob’s work, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, 
acknowledge the apologetic nature of her narrative tone. Central to most critiques of the 
work is Brent’s ussage of apology as a way to reconcile her inability to live her life by 
good Christian feminine values due her social/legal status as an enslaved persons. In the 
preface, before the narrative even starts, Brent/Jacobs emphasizes the authenticity of the 
following as well as puts faith in that “[her] readers will excuse deficiencies in 
consideration of circumstances.”(Jacobs, 5). With constant apology and pleading for 
forgiveness from readers and fellow characters alike, Brent not only demonstrates a 
strong, honest moral compass but also proves that the daily suffering endure by slave 
woman that a slave woman must are so incompreshensible that they resist articulation 
and reason.17 In this way rather than judge her for breaking Christian code, we as readers 
are conditioned to read Incidnets as Brent’s effort to secure life that allows for the “moral 
purity”, as well as her  physical/ sexual safety of herself and her children by any means 
necessary.  
 The “by any means” necessary refers to Brent’s percipient innovativeness. 
Underneath constant apology, is Brent’s ability to percieve the circumstances of her 
enviornment so acutely that she is able to read “between the lines” of her social, legal and 
physical circumstances. Performing a series of intricate, social maneuvers Brent is able to 
strategize the circumstances of her reality in order to allocate herself the autonomy to 
navaigate her desires, as aligned with good Chrsitian feminine virtues, within the 
                                                
17 “Pity me, and pardon me, O virtuous reader! You never knew what it is to be a slave; to be entirely 
unprotected by law or custom; to have the laws reduce you to the condition of a chattel, entirely subject to 
the will of another. You never exhausted your ingenuity in avoiding the snares, and eluding the power of a 
hated tyrant; you never shuddered at the sound of his footsteps, and trembled within hearing of his voice. I 
know I did wrong. No one can feel it more sensibly than I do. The painful and humiliating memory will 
haunt me to my dying day.” Harriet jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, 65 
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framework of enslavement. Perhaps the most outstounding of these maneuvers, Brent’s 
decision to go into hiding in that 9’x7’x3’ garret space above her grandmother’s home.  
 Although cramped and dark, lacking light, ventilation and enough room to stand 
erect, Brent abides that she, “would have chosen this over [her] lot as a slave.”(Jacobs, 
127). As she expresses countless times throughout the work, the trials and tribulations of 
slavery are incomprehensible to those who have not experienced a life of enslavement. I 
can not begin to imagine a life of enslavement, neither can I comprehend seven years 
concealed in an attic too cramped to be able to stand, scortching hot under the summer’s 
sun without proper ventilation, freezing through the winter without insullation and home 
to “hundreds of little, [biting] red ants, fine as a needle’s point”.18 Brent describes these 
events simply as they happen, without poetic description. So, perhaps she doesn’t want us 
to focus our energies on imaging what seven years spent in a garret is like, but instead 
encourage readers to be aware that the unimaginable is possible and happening even if it 
is out of our line of vision and unbeknowst to our respective realities.  
Although the site of constant psychological and pyschial suffereing Brent defends 
the garret as an emancipatory space, so what then do we make of Black women’s 
freedom if it is also conditioned by pain and bondage?  
At large critics concur Brent’s ‘loophole of retreat’ confronts readers with the 
reality of Black women’s liberation as a conundrum of privacy and captivity. When 
Spillers explicitly writes to Brent’s time spent in the garret, she affirms the tale’s legacy 
as a “metaphor of social and culture management”: the stuff of radical stillness.19 In her 
book, Demonic Grounds: Black Women and the Cartographies of Struggle, Katherine 
                                                
18 Jacob’s, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, 128 
19 Spillers, “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe”, 277 
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McKittrick focuses on places negotiated by Black women during and post the 
transatlantic slave trade. In second chapter, “The Last Place They Thought  Of: Black 
Women’s Geographies”, McKittrick addresses Brent’s garret as “both the site of self-
captivity and a loophole of retreat”. McKittrick holds this portion of Brent’s narrative 
simultaneously as a subversion of the politics which define her captive existence and 
bound up in the “legalites of bondage.”20 By virtually disappearing her body from 
existence/out of Dr. Flint’s sight and knowable whereabouts, Brent is able to step out of 
her physio-narrative role as the unrelievable obeject of Flint’s sexual desire and therefore 
“undermine the patriarchal logic of visualization”. Unable to be seen but able to see the 
the outside world (through three holes bore one above the other on the streetside of the 
garret), Brent is affords herself the ability to “quietly critique” the sociospatial knowledge 
that constitute her enslavement. Furthermore, the locality of the garret positions Brent to 
be able to look down upon these knowledeges and, as McKittrick concludes “undoes 
traditional geographies.”21  
At the end of the chapter, “The Loophole of Retreat”, Brent mentions that “Dr. 
Flint and his family repeatedly tried to coax and bribe my children to tell something they 
had heard about me.”(Jacobs, 130). In response to Brent’s disapperance Dr. Flint goes 
into frenzy trying to locate her whereabouts. From the garret Brent overhears mutliple 
conversations concerning a bounty put out for her return and by the summer Dr. Flint had 
made three trips to New york in search of Brent. Flint’s frenzy validates that, even in the 
immediate present of Brent’s dissapperance as well as various other acttions taken to 
evade Flint’s wrath leading up to the garret antagonize stable hierarchies of power and 
                                                
20 McKittrick citing Jenny Sharp, Ghosts of Slavery: Literary Archaeology of Black Women’s Lives 
21 see, McKittrick, 43. also see colliquial phrase “nigger heaven”, in reference to segregated church/court 
balconies 
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systems of social relationships; challenge the legitamacy of Dr. Flint’s authority. 
Furthermore, the garret allows Brent to reflect upon the circumstances and happenings 
within her reality in real time. In the very act of hiding Brent simaltaneously distrubs a 
stable system and is able to acsess “the marvels of her own intentiveness” from outside, 
above the circumstances which define her existence and thus radically rewrites 
definitions of fugitivity and social/ cultural displacement in relation to the originating 
metaphors born out of the practices of transatlantic activity, more specifically the Middle 
Passage.  
*** 
 
In Mama’s Baby Spillers focuses the Middle Passge in relation to the 
disorientation of the African family resulting from the ungendering of the African 
subject, however drawing upon her theroizations I opt to contemplate the event as the 
originating metaphor of captivity and confinement. In no such way do I suggest 
comparrison between Brent’s experinece in the garret and the circumstances of the 
Middle Passage however, in light of working through the condition of captivity and 
bodily confinement I draw this connection to historically inform conversation with a 
fuller history. 
sketch of the interior of the slave 
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Spiller’s evokes the Middle Passage as the cite and site of dehumanization and 
social/ cultural displacement or “unmaking”. Unlike Brent’s position in the garret, 
African peoples confined within the hold of the slave ship were, “literally suspended in 
the “oceanic”…removed from the indigenous land and culture, and not-yet “American” 
either… were in movement across the Atlantic, but they were also nowhere at 
all.”(Spillers, 266). By simple comparison we might say that Brent subverts the 
traditional metaphor of captivity/confinement by being able to access a sort of 
hypervigilence over her enviornment. But, comparrison here is neither valid nor 
beneficial, instead, I am more interesed in Spillers’ portrayal of “the slave ship, its crew, 
and its human cargo… [standing] for a wild and unclaimed richness of possibility.” Brent 
is one “secure” and unchanged location, however where confinement is synonymous with 
escape, possibility speaks to the advent of new identity. In other words, when Brent 
decided to leave the garret and continue her journey is theoretically left to the richness of 
possibility: where will she go? who will she become?  
In light of the Middle Passage Daphne Brooks, in her work Bodies in Dissent: 
Spectacular Performances of Race and Freedom, 1850-1910, interprets these epic feats 
of survival and endurance as acts of “Afro-alienation”. Brooks explains, 
Afro-alienation acts invoke largely anti-realist forms of cultural expression in 
order to call attention to the hegemony of identity categories. This strategy also 
provides a fruitful terrain for marginalized figures to experiment with culturally 
innovative ways to critique and to disassemble the condition of oppression. 
(Brooks,5) 
 
In her conceptualization of Afro-alientation, Brooks is largely interested in performances 
that “turn the tables on normativity” to “cut through the tyranny of stillness”(Brook,6). 
When speaking to confinement, Brooks centers conversation upon the narrative of Henry 
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Box Brown, a Virginia slave who escaped to freedom by shipping himself in a wooden 
crate across state lines. Between Brent and Brown’s confinement narratives there are very 
blatant similarities as well as obvious dissimalarities, but as Brooks concludes, in both 
cases stepping ‘inside of the box’ serves as a “metaphor for social cultural management”; 
both are spectacular performances of resistance. Since Brent and Brown’s full narratives 
are readily available, we know the outcome of their alienation, however, to speak of 
confinemnt in insolation from narrative outcome, I am still at odds totally settling on the 
“box” as a metaphor for management, for I the notion of autonomy is complicated by the 
concept of possibility. 
The first time Brent leaves the garret she found herself “so stiff and clumsy that it 
was with great difficulty I could hitch from one resting place to another.”(Jacobs, 138). 
Possibility in Brent or Brown’s narrative refers to cultural innovation, but opposite the 
way bodies effectt the nature of space the conditions of confinement also effect the nature 
of the body. In Brent’s narrative especially, due to the longevity of her arrangement, 
possibility as sheds light on what might happen to the body. While in hiding, Brent 
executes an unimaginable feat of survival but at the same time her body is injured by 
atrohpy, a condition which has long term or permanent effects. So once again, the 
question of injury remains when trying to pinpoint what constitues the notion of retreat.    
 I understand retreat to have two meanings. Up until this point I have discussed 
analyses that contemplate retreat against the act of escape. On one hand Brent is 
retreating from Dr. Flint and into the garret, however this reading positions Dr. Flint as 
the center of motivation, encapsulating analysis between a tug and pull between 
confinement and emancipation; an exchange of one injury for another. An alternate 
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reading of retreat begs the question: what is Brent retreating to? Through out the time in 
the garret Brent never ceases to lose sight of her children. In that moment when she 
briefly ventures out of the garret and is to weak to walk she exclaims she “seldom… 
experienced a keener pang” than  the thought the her children might not go free. During 
these seven years her children’s happiness and freedom are the barometer for her own 
happiness and freedom. While Dr. Flint might be the constant threat, Brent’s decision to 
hide was made with the future of her children in mind. So, instead of an act of survival or 
self-emancipation, perhaps the garret tells the story of self-sarcifice; Brent removing her 
body to secure the safety and better the lives of her children’s. To borrow Sylvia 
Wynter’s triadic model of relation, Brent’s story, even from a geographical lens, is more 
than the tension between captor/captive or visibility/invisibility but it also includes the 
autonomy of her own children. Dr. Flint uses the question of her children’s freedom to 
get to Brent and Brent’s fight for freedom and survival becomes apposite with that of her 
children. In Brent’s case survival becomes synonymous with motherhood.  
Just before Brent is about to finally begin her voyage to New York, she introduces 
herself to her son, Ben. He confesses that he knew she was in the garret the whole time 
and to Brent’s surprise, was vigilent about securing the secrecy of her whereabouts.22 
Although Brent was physically removed from her children she never ceased the labor of 
motherhood. To contend the generationally transmitted function of stillness, Brent’s 
“radical stillness” not only does the work of unraveling the realites that oppress her own 
physical and psychlogical health but also strives for progress in the way of her children of 
blood relation. Against the threat of seperation on part of Dr. Flint but also the slave 
system in general, Brent’s decision to keep her physical body close to her children also 
                                                
22 See Jacobs, 169 
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serves to rebuild those family ties profitably and often geographically severed by the 
system. Although, Ben was not able to see Brent and her intervention within his and 
Ellen’s life only came indirectly, he recognized her presence. When he confesses, Ben 
discloses that he one day heard cough from above and just the thought that it might by 
hers was enough for him to keep fighting and hope for his family. Brent’s body, once the 
vessel that carried her two children, continues to mother and nurture over her children 
just by its presence alone. Ben’s subconcious recognition of Brent’s cough demostrates 
the ability of our physiological systems to communicate knowledge and have positive 
effect upon the actions of others. If we recenter analysis of Brent’s time in the garret 
around her children, then perhaps we might understand the labor of mothering (the labor 
of providing a better future for the next generation, which also includes self-care and self-
protection) as breaking chains of systematic violence. In this way, the wellfare of her 
children is Brent’s true alieviation from injury.  
Not everybody is fortunate enough to be watched over by a parent or blood 
relative much less live within close proximity. But reading Brent’s act of “alienation” and 
Ben’s subconscious awareness of her body against the profitable social/cultural 
displacement that severes Black slaves from their African lineage and prevents Black 
slave mothers from claiming their children, the cough, as opposed to the garret, as a 
metaphor of social cultural management also offers to disrupt the fate of illegitimacy at 
the level of physiological truth and knowledge. Relating back to Martha’s 
conceptualization of blood memories, despite space and time our physical bodies hold  
memories that link us back to those who came before us; metaphorically and also 
scientifically, the blood flowing through our veins connects us to our familes and 
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ancestors. So to even challenge the naming of the flesh as the “zero degree of social 
conceptualization”, we can acknowledge that the flesh is not empty or devoid of meaning 
for the physical body in its make up and memory writes legible but inarchivable maps 
that draw untouchable social and familial bonds.  
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III. Poetics of the Flesh  
 
Dance is my medicine 
-Pearl Primus, Dance Magazine 1968 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 In this final chapter I offer my own theory on how dance may be a tool for both 
alieviating the Black body from its generational wounds as well as gaining traction where 
there is friction (fiction) between the body and flesh of a split subject position. Aside 
from personal connection I settle on dance as a liberatory practice for several reasons. 
Responding to the title of this project, Poetics of the Flesh, I understand dance to blend 
thematerial reality of the body with firguartive meaning. As opposed to violent 
misnaming, dance fights for other ways of being grounded in physical memory, generated 
only by the individual to which the body belongs. In both practice and performance dance 
allows for the individual to claim the product of their labor, in this case that product 
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being narrative control. Furthermore, in light of Spillers understanding of the ‘profound 
stillness’ beheld to the Black body, I turn to dance because of the fact that the meanings 
and the change it might actualize are conditioned by the quality of ephemera. In this way 
dance is always happening in the present but incapable of being pinned down by the 
normative practices of archive without losing its true essence. However, this is not to say 
that dance is unrecognizable through time, rather it is due to the fact that the language of 
dance is centralized within embodied experience that it can be understood across the 
generational, social, cultural and linguistic boundaries of time and space. With this in 
mind I remain conscious of the fact that the words I write only come close to an attempt 
at explaining dance and how it happens in the body. So moving forward I write in a series 
of vignettes hoping to introduce ideas about dance but not reduce its essence to words on 
a page.  
 
Undoubtedly, this project has deeply personal. So in this last chapter I put forth my 
personal reflections as the author of this project, as a Black woman and as a dancer. 
*** 
 As I child I was very shy. I had trouble mustering the courage to ‘speak up’ and 
even at family gatherings, was terrified of leaving my Mother’s side for fear that I would 
be socially isolated or singled out. When I was five my Mother signed me up for my first 
ballet class and I feel in love. In ballet there wasn’t any talking just doing. When I was 
dancing (or prancing and twirling around as five year olds do) my body just by being 
there and by being mine could speak all the words I didn’t know how or was too scared to 
say.  
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 At the end of the year the entire dance school got together to put on a ballet at the 
local performing arts theatre. I will never forget my first time on stage; I was a flower in 
New Bedford Ballet’s 2001 production of Pinnochio. I was so nervous but the older lead 
in charge of my class told us “remember to smile, your parents are watching.” I found 
comfort in the fact that my Mom would be watching from the audience and from her 
support I recieved blessing and found courage to take the stage. To this day, whether or 
not my Mom is in the audience watching, the thought of her presence gives me the 
strength to present myself on stage and honor the body she gifted me.  
*** 
 Dance was love at first sight. But naturally as we all grow up and mature, the 
childhood sensibility that fell in love with dance faded to the back ground of my 
consciousness. When I started to realize that I was the only Black girl in my ballet class I 
became paranoid and unhealthily obsessed with my apperance. Already dealing with the 
naturally self-consciouness attached to puberty, attending daily ballet just to stare at and 
critique my body the mirror as well as against the bodies of my peers caused me a hard 
time accepting my body. For a while I tried to obscure my body. I stood at the back of the 
studio. I shied away from movement and tried to make myself as small as possible until 
one day my dancer instructor stopped the class in the middle of a combination and came 
up to me. That moment was far from the most scared I’ve ever been but needless to say, I 
lied in constant anxiety of being singled out. Without a single word she grabbed my leg 
and hoisted it up over my head. Raising one eyebrow she looked at me and said, “your 
leg can make it up there, so get it up there.”  
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  I wish I could say that that moment was a turning point and from then on I 
danced bigger and better and more freely. Retrospectively, I am thankful for that moment 
and look back to it when I need to remind myself that I am capable beyond the limits of 
my own self doubt, however, at that time I started over-dedicating my energy to striving 
toward some sort of perfection; striving toward the Europeanist standard of perfection 
(waiflike and pale). I started working out harder, stretching more all in the hope of 
shaping myself to a mold I could never fit. My hypervigilince over my body became 
increasingly detrimental and pervade all aspects of my life (psychological, emotional and 
physical) and at my worst periods I felt trapped inside my own skin.  
 I can’t say exactly what gave or when, perhaps it was when I arrived to college 
and became exposed to technique classes other than ballet and individuals who dance 
outside the lines, but at some point I gave up trying, stopped watching and policing the 
image of myself in the mirror and started feeling. Upon realizing that there was dance in 
my body, my engagement with dance became less about the mold I might fit and more 
about the stories my body could tell. In a way it was a realization that our bodies are 
uniquely ours and despite how intensely society might try to categorize us it is an 
undeniable fact that the alignment of my body in first position is different from anyone 
else’s in the room. While the politics of preference might argue that the way my body 
looks is not as preferable to that of someone else’s, there is no debating that the 
apperance and feeling is uniquely mine. So, where my body was once my source of 
absolute anxiety, I now see it as undeniable proof of and immediate access to my own 
inventiveness.  
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 Dance is something that I live by and for, however that does not necessarily imply 
my relationship with dance has always been easy or encouraged a healthy relationship 
with my body. In my soul I believe that through dance, either the militant practice or the 
choreography of our everyday lives, individuals are able to change the shape of, 
reorganize and even transcend the circumstances of their realites. However, being honest 
about history and my personal history (which speaks explicitly to the experiences of my 
fellow Black peers in the “dance world” as well as broadly speaks to the collective 
expereince of being Black in and through space) I recognize that in this world, there are 
serious implications attached to insinuating the Black body as a tool for creation. So, I 
want to be clear that I my purpose with dance in light of the violence done onto the Black 
body is not necessarily move toward abstraction but rather to reconnect with reality and 
history.   
*** 
How can we know the dancer from the dance? 
   
 Central to any conversation concerning the subject position of Blackness in the 
New World diasporic is the Western distinction between human and nature. Western 
philosophy defines the human by each degree of his/her/their seperation from the natural 
world. In reference to the Hegelian paradigm of subjecthood Achille Mbembe, in his 
essay "Necropolitics", explains that seperation from nature is synonymous with humans' 
"effort to reduce nature to his or her [their] own needs". In this way, I understand 
Western philosophy as striving toward a totallly disembodied mode of subjectivity 
meaning the Black subject, who has been registered absolutely mortal by labor, injury 
and murder is left outside the definition of humanity and thus unable to be imagined and 
accepted as a full subject. Synonymous with the natural world Black folk are stagmatized 
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to be unintellectual; incapable of the higher order of thinking that allows humans to 
dominate and control the natural world.  
Consquentially, within Black studies there exists a unrelieved pressure to 
demonstrate intellectual capacites of Black folk causing great debate concerning what 
constitues artisitic and progressive representations of Black life. For example, this tension 
is demonstrated by Richard Wright’s was compelled to critique Zora Neale Hurston's 
Their Eyes Were Watching God. In his critique Wright claims, "Her dialogue manages to 
catch the pyschological movements of the Negro folk-mind in their pure simplicity, but 
that's as far as it goes."(Bloom, 95). In other words, the plot driven/ dialectic/ simplistic/ 
stuff of Negro writing only serves to accomplish capture aesthetic representation 
packaged for whtie consumption.  
Of course, decades later we now hold Hurston's novel in high esteem. But decades 
later the essence of Wright's critique of Hurston still arises in Black studies and content 
production. Debate over what is and what is not intellectualism or what creative work is 
art, and subsequently what constitutes high art is an ongoing dialogue amongst 
intellectual circles at large. So, although this conversation is not specific to Black studies, 
under national pressure to prove intellectual capacity and belonging beyond being object 
of profitable consumption, there is a strain on Black authors/creatives to produce content 
that is not able to be captured by the reflex of mass consumption or exploitation. Granted, 
in the Blueprint for Negro Writing, Wright explains the responsibility of the Negro writer 
is always in relation to their people, directing "Negro writers to stand shoulder to 
shoulder with with Negro workers in mood and outlook."(Wright) To this sentiment I 
question: why can't the workers and the writers be one and the same?  
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The title of this section, “How can we know the dancer from the dance?” is 
extracted from the last line of W.B. Yeats’ poem, “Among School Children”. This 
rhetorical question illustrates my first point in advocating for dance as a method for 
reunification. To return back to a previous conversation concerning reuniting the Black 
body with the product of its labor, the dance and dancer are inseperable. The body as the 
indispensable center of all movement and potential movement blurs the distinction 
between material and figurative reality by holding symbolic meaning accountable to the 
person(s) which it describes. In this way our naturally endowed bodies are the site of 
truth and cite of fiction. As previously discussed, the blurring of the literal and figurative 
meaning was mechanized to supress the Black subject underneath violent misnaming, 
however in the case of the dancing body which engages bodily labor in order to challenge 
or abstract the normative patterns of movement and spatiality, the blurring across literal 
and figurative realites occuring from the dancing body serves to acknowledge the 
inarticulable abilites of our bodies to transform and change the meaning of everyday life.  
*** 
Vanishing Point 
Dance exists at a perpetual vanishing point. At the moment of its creation it is gone. 
All of a dancer’s years of training in the studio, all the choreographer’s planning… 
all these are only a preparation for an event that disappears in the very act of 
materializing. No other art is so hard to catch, so impossible to hold. [Siegel, 1] 
 
Several times throughout this project I cite the quality emphemera as the primary 
reason as to why I offer dance as a practice of liberation. As Marcia Siegal acknowledges 
in, At the Vanishing Point: A Critic Looks At Dance, dance “disappears in the very act of 
materializing” and is therefore unstable in its meaning. Perhaps, we might look to 
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different schools of technique to make sense of or hold onto a performance we might 
witness, but even so, technique (words attributed to movements) only serves to estimate 
the potential meaning of a gesture or dance. Although dance occurs in the material 
reality, the language of dance is unable to be fixed onto a page and detached from the 
body or expereience of its creator for the true testimony of dance lies embeded within the 
muscle or physiological memory of the dancer.  
As I have discussed, stillness refers not necessarily to the absence of movement 
but a lack of progress or the inability to see oneself outside of the definitions of being 
externally imposed by systems of oppression. In Spillers words, the Black subject is 
caught between and disciplined by “layers of attenuated meanings, made excess in time, 
over time, assigned by a particular historical order.” Perhaps, to truly unravel or 
decolonize the “bizzare axiological ground” under which the truth is buried involves 
dedication, time and research in order to achieve a more nuanced outlook of society and 
the politics of signification. However, since the time, space and resources needed to 
engage that kind of work are only accessible to a select few, I am interested in practices 
of relief that suit a spontaneous resistance freely available.  
The art of dance is as available and accessible as the body. As long as the body is 
here, dance can happen. Growing up I lived in my Grandmother’s house. Every Sunday 
she would blast the same “Poppular sounds of Cape Verde” compilation CD and dance 
and sing as she cleaned around the house. As soon as the music and dancing started 
monotonous house work became a spontaneous activity of physical and emotional 
release. Dance in this context was not for performance but for self enjoyment and 
reconnection. I didn’t have to speak creole to know that the way my grandmother 
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embodied the rhythm of the music through her body and in her voice brought her solace 
of past history and cultural belonging.  
*** 
Embodied Truth  
 
A Lesson from Martha  
 
 Known as the cornerstone of American modern dance, Graham technique is 
recognized for its highly dramatic and expressive quality. However despite the high 
heights of drama, Graham technique is centered within the most humble and universal of 
human movement, breathing. In her autobiography, Graham states, “My technique is 
based on breathing. I have based everything that I have done on the pulsation of life, 
which is, to me, the pulsation of breath.”(Graham, 46) The principle philosophy and 
mechanic of Martha’s technique is the tension between the release and contraction 
(breathing in and letting breath out) of the body. As Martha explains, these two simple 
movements are innate to living but only when we consciously use the energy behind 
these movements are we able to access the wonders and dramatic heights of self-
expression.  
 Connectedness in Graham technique does not stop at basic physiological 
functionings, but also speaks to the energy behind human emotion. Reflecting on remark 
her mother once made questioning “ “why do you have to present such a dreadful woman 
on the stage.””, Martha comments “I’d rather an audience like me than dislike me, but I’d 
rather they disliked me than be apathetic, because that is the kiss of death.”( Graham, 
114). With dance Martha Graham did not seek to represent emotion but rather invited 
emotion to speak through the body. Lamentation, is the first work that comes to mind 
when trying to articulate the fluid relationship between the phsycial and psychological 
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implicit in Graham technique. She describes Lamentation as “a solo piece in which [she] 
wears a long tube of material to indicate the tragedy that obsesses the body, the ability to 
stretch inside your own skin, to witness the perimeters and boundaries of grief”(Graham, 
117). Without reading too much into Martha’s words, I see her philosophy of the dance to 
be held accountable to the undeniable truths of life and living. As best demonstrated by 
Lamentation, Martha works with the limits and natural facilities of the human body to 
create movement that is organic and recognizable yet at the same time larger than life. 
 By centering technique around the natural act of breathing, Graham encourages us 
to inhabit our bodies in order to meet the beauty and infinate possibilities they hold.  
In the beginning of her autobiography, Martha responds the those who question why she 
chose to be a dancer. She explains that she did not chose but was chosen to be a dancer. I 
am not entirely sure what she means in saying the she was “chosen”, but in my personal 
experience dancing and living over time seem to have flawlessly blended together 
making each synonymous with the other, so for me the only choice in dance is the choice 
to live. My relationship with dance has not always made for healthy living and I think it 
would be neglegent not to acknowledge that dance is form of art not excluded from the 
harmful psuedo-physical social stratification practices of society. However, abiding by 
Martha’s philosophy, that the body does not meet dance but instead dance comes from 
within the body, dance exposes us to the beauty in the unknown mysteries and miracles 
of life. Perhaps one of the most inspiring sentiments I have ever read, “The next time you 
look in the mirror, just look at the way ears rest next to the head; look at the way the 
hairline grows; think of all the little bones in your wrist. It is a miracle. And dance is a 
celebration of that miracle.”(Graham, 5).  
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Pictured above: The Martha Graham Dance Company performs the 1981 work “Acts of Light” in 
1991: an example of a Graham con 
on 
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Visibility 
 Revelations is perhaps the most popular and recognized piece among the Alvin 
Ailey Dance Company’s repertoire. Created as a tribute to the “sometimes sorrowful, 
sometimes jubilant, but always hopeful” tradition of African American slave spirituals, 
Revelations is more than a fantastically chorepgraphed work but a cultural treasure. Ailey 
keeps tradition and memory of the past alive and conscious in minds of the audience by 
including Revelations in their season program every year without fail. However, despite 
remaining relevant in the repertoire, the fact the fact that “Revelations” is situated in the 
memory of the past in a lot of ways still allows audience members to distance themselves 
from the true context of “Revelations” by virtue of past time.  
 In 2016 Ailey debuted a new piece, Untitled America, as a new addition to their 
repertoire. In short Untitled America, choreographed by Kyle Abraham, “shines light on 
the impact of the prison system on African-American families.”23 Both contemporary and 
provocative, Untitled America not only sheds light on the experiences of Black families 
but exposes this country’s despicable practice of disposing of or further displacing Black 
bodies from society. Standing in the shadow of the system of American Slavery, todays 
prison-industrial complex holds onto the antiquated methodology for disciplning and 
organizing the bodies of individuals who are proven (or not) to be no longer worthy of 
society. It is our habit to literally remove these persons out sight and out of mind and 
displace them to the literal margins or outskirts of society. Subconciously we are aware 
that prisons exist, but if not given conscious thought then rarely do we have any reminder 
of the individuals who live and die in prison cells. This is not to weigh in on my personal 
belief concerning the fate of those who have actually commited unfathomable acts of 
                                                
23 https://www.alvinailey.org/performances/repertory/untitled-america 
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violence upon innocent people, but rather I want to call attention to this country’s 
notorious history of erasure and convenient amnesia. Earlier, in the second chapter I 
recall Linda Brent/ Harriet Jacob’s disapperance into the garret as it caused her 
domineering, abusive slave master to engage all his energy in relentless attempts to locate 
her whereabouts, however I acknowledge that consciousness of Brent/ Jacobs’ presence 
was in relation to her status as a fugitive. Traditionally, when Black and also Brown 
bodies are made to exist in confinement, their lives are forgotten. Untitled America forces 
its audience to sit with the uncomfortability of facing the lives and bodies we are trained 
to forget.   
 Of the most powerful scenes from the performance, one Black male dancer walks 
across the stage into a spotlight, once his body touches the light there is a sound of a 
gunshot and his body falls to the floor, there he lies in the middle of the pool of light. 
When Kyle Abraham speaks about this moment he vocalizes that he wanted to be aware 
of the fact that “so many people that look like me can’t even make it to the prisons, we’re 
being shot even before we get to even a trial”. As an audience member, who might relate 
to such a narrative, I receive this moment in the piece with great diffulculty. On one hand 
it seems inappropriate to make poetic a moment of reckless slaughter. However, at the 
same time I can’t help but to think of the impact of audience experience. Almost 
everyday on the news we receive reports about another fallen Black or Brown body but 
have the ability to turn off the tv and continue on with our lives; even if we decided to 
take the time to engage with what has happened our understanding is still conditioned by 
the seperation from reality produced by screen. To be present in the theatre, watching 
bodies move in real time, disallows us to turn a blind eye.  
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 The theatre is a transactionary space. At the same time that the audience is 
receiving what is happening on stage they are using their gaze to critique and validate 
what and who they are veiwing. All gazes establish some sort of politic, but part of the 
discomfort of this scence is the fact that it forces audience members to embody a gaze 
that is both political and violent. When viewing Untitled America we are forced to reckon 
with the paradoxical politics of hypervisibility and invisibility that render Black person(s) 
the vulnerable target of reckless violence. In this particular scence context is not 
necessary, what we see is the truth of what we know; a Black male bodied individual 
plainly walks across stage, unarmed and wearing nothing but the clothes on his back and 
without warning he is shot down. While this performance is merely a representation of 
the real, graphic violence, I’d like to acknowledge the power of the choreography and 
representation to obsucre domineering narratives and bring attention to the facts and 
details we do not normally pay attention. 
 Except for the single dancer, the stage is empty. We don’t see the shooter; we are 
only presented with the body of the fallen, intensified by the single spotlight showering 
from above. Typically, after a Black individual is gunned down, the media directs 
attention to the trial of the suspected gunman or killer. Even if we only intend to see 
justice happen, we still allow the face of the gunman, their body, their story to fill the 
place of the fallen victim. With a pool of light pouring down upon him against the sharp, 
black contrast of an empty stage, his innocent, fallen body is the most important factor in 
this narrative of violence.  
 Visibility is double-sided coin. Since the praxis of racism is grounded in 
artibution of meaning to psuedo-physical apperances, the Black body is extremely visible 
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to the point of being relentlessly policed. However, at the same time the Black body can 
be strategically made invisible: forgotten, pushed to the margins or vanquished from 
existence. While the intention of thesis is to uplift Black subjectivites from the oppressive 
parameters imposed as the limits of our reality, in no way do I wish to lose sight of 
reality. In advocating for a practice of subjecthood where material reality is blended with 
figurative meaning and body blended with soul, I challenge this nation to realize and 
accept that bodies are not disposable.  
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Pictured: scene from “Untiled 
America” choreographed by Kyle 
Abraham 2015-17 
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Closing Remarks 
 
 Admittedly, I leave this project open ended. Not to hide behind the notion that 
‘the greatest works are never finished’ because I understand that sentiment to fall back on 
the individaul author. Instead I adopt the philsophy that the greatest works can be filled in 
as an open invitation for active reader participation. This work invites you and your 
personal experience. Through out this project I speak about “Blackness” and “Black 
people”, but I do not wish to insert my voice and opinions in the place of others, for, like 
our bodies, truth is individual, truth is unknown and truth is always growing, changing 
shape and circulating. I speak in generalizations for the purpose of critiquing the systems 
that see us as such. There is no one way to be Black and every one has their own unique 
relationship with their Blackness and personal way of dealing with trauma.  
 I offer dance as one possible contribution to the multiplicity of creative practices 
simaltaneously developed and utilized by the Black community for the purpose of 
healing, resistance, representation and self expression. But even within the realm of 
dance I have just barely scratched the surface of the ways in the dancing body might 
challenge the oppressive conventions and circumstances of everyday life. In the final 
chapter of this thesis I offer my personal truth and some philosophical ideas concerning 
the nature of life and dance that have helped me learn to love my body and my Blackness. 
In no way do I set out to assert an answer or end to centuries of pain and truama, but 
instead I seek to remind a desensitized nation the mircale of life.  
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